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Annual Conference 2002
Organised in association with Le Monde Diplomatique & the ICA
 Iraq: The New World Disorder – 23rd November 
A two-talk conference featuring international speakers on the dynamics of the crisis

Talk 1  “Going in: US Policy & Strategy”
Speakers: Paul Hirst; (Birkbeck, professor of politics), Alain Gresh; (Paris, editor of Le Monde Diplomatique, Middle East authority), Philip S Golub; (New York, writer and political scientist) and Charles Tripp; (SOAS, reader in politics, author of A History of Iraq)

Talk 2  “Being there: Implications for Iraq & the Region”
Speakers: Sami Zoubaida; (Birkbeck, reader in sociology), SarahGraham-Brown; (author of Sanctioning Saddam: The Politics of Intervention in Iraq), Loulouwa al Rashid; (Paris, researcher, recently in Iraq), Faleh A Jabar ; (author of Shi'ism, Nation  and State: Cultural Identities in Iraq, just back from Iraqi Kurdistan.) 
The conference starts at 10am {in Cinema 1} and tickets may be purchased from the ICA box office on       0207 930 3647 {discounts for members).  See www.ica.org.uk or our web site for more on times and prices.

Café Diplo Season – November & December 2002

Should we be Scared of New Technology?  30th November 
Dr Stuart Parkinson, Chairman, Scientists for Global Responsibility
There is much concern currently about the risks of new technologies. For example, will the introduction of genetically modified crops lead to 'super-weeds' and new viruses? This café will look at whether the threats of new technologies are likely to outweigh the benefits, and will propose a way of dealing with those risks.

The Rise of the Extreme Right in Europe  14th December 
Jim Wolfreys, Lecturer in French Politics at King’s College, London
Jim Wolfreys, co-author of The Politics of Racism in France, will be looking at how modern fascist parties have adapted to contemporary society and assess the prospects for confronting the revival of the far-right
At the French Institute, 17 Queensberry Place, London SW7 (near South Kensington Tube station), in the ground floor café, from 11.00 a.m. to 12.30 p.m.   We suggest you arrive 10 minutes beforehand.
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The next edition of the Newsletter will be in January 2003.  Should you be interested in making a contribution or helping with its production, please feel welcome to contact us with your input.
Interested in becoming a member, getting involved?
Friends of Le Monde Diplomatique is a voluntary association of readers of Le Monde Diplomatique.  

Perhaps it appears odd to be Friends of a newspaper, especially in Britain where the idea is not a common one?  Well yes in some ways it is, until one reads the newspaper.  There are 17 international editions, including an English language edition.  It’s the quality of ideas in and independence of the paper that awakens a fresh desire to talk and act.  The newspaper is a launch pad for debating and acting upon ideas, which is where we come in.  We aim to provide an independent space for debate that leads to action.  The biggest battle today is not the battle against terrorism. It is, as it always has been, the battle for ideas.  The end of history hasn’t even begun.  

Whether you want to get involved in proposing activities, submitting articles or coming along to our events we want to hear from you.  A membership form is attached where you can provide some initial feedback.

As we are a small voluntary association. we need as many members as possible in order to be able to continue to provide a space for independent thought and action.  Please do fill in the membership form.
Adam Hayes
adamhayes1@hotmail.com
1. Against the Crisis
Leo Zelig, London
WHAT has happened to the ‘African renaissance’? In 1994 after the multi-party elections in South Africa there was talk of a new dawn for the continent.  For some time this looked like a reality, old regimes collapsed and new ones promised democracy and stability. Often these changes came about by a resurgence of popular struggle, the case of South Africa is well known but general strikes and mass demonstrations rocked many countries on the continent. New leaders heralded by the West - who after years of supporting dictatorships in Africa had suddenly discovered ‘democracy’ - were seen as the means of carrying forward this ‘new dawn’. Nelson Mandela, Yoweri Museveni in Uganda and Meles Zenawi in Ethiopia would improve the lives of ordinary Africans.

One of the indications of a fresh start on the continent was the overthrow of the American backed dictator Mobuto Sese Seko in 1997. He was ousted by an armed coalition lead by the old associate of Che Guevara, Laurent Kabila. Within months Kabila was fighting a civil war that involved six African nations all who are competing for a slice of the mineral wealth inside the Democratic Republic of Congo, while nine rebel groups in the DRC are seeking to overthrow bordering countries. Another statesman heralded by the west in the mid-nineties, Ethiopia’s Meles Zenawi, helped precipitate a war with Eritrea that has cost thousands of lives. The Ethiopian government has even attempted to spread the war by backing rebels in Somalia. Uganda, celebrated by the World Bank and the IMF as an example of sound ‘fiscal discipline’ and good governance, has played a key role in the war in the DRC and has backed rebel movements in Sudan. 
Following from this picture the fashionable opinion on Africa is that it is a ‘hopeless continent’ unable to solve its own problems and beset by ‘tribal’ or ‘ethnic’ warfare, a dangerous melting pot of ‘international terrorism’ and failed states. The reality for ordinary Africans is abysmal. The United Nations says that the average household in Africa is consuming 20% less today then it did in 1975. Almost 200m people on the 
continent have no contact with even rudimentary health care and more then 2m children die across the continent every year. This is not surprising when almost half of the population of Africa live in poverty. The only hope for the continent, the argument goes, is for some form of Western enlightenment – epitomized by Blair’s speeches on the subject.
The patterns for Western involvement in Africa are often said to be the ‘humanitarian’ involvement in Sierra Leone and the programme of debt ‘relief’ for compliant regimes, who meet the requirements of the World Bank and the IMF. These politics crystallized this year in the new ‘plan’ for Africa. The much celebrated (and widely ridiculed) NEPAD (New Partnership for Africa Development)  - developed by the presidents of Nigeria, South Africa and Senegal – represents this thrust. It advocates the opening up of African markets to the ‘opportunities of globalization.’ The argument of NEPAD is simple: Africa must expose itself to the rigors of the free-market while undertaking a commitment to ‘good governance’. In return the West will invest in Africa’s development. There is nothing new with these prescriptions; they formed the backbone of the ‘conditionalities’ attached to the IMF and World Bank structural adjustment programmes for more than 20 years, which have often disguised the involvement of Multinational companies, that in the oil rich Niger Delta threatens local communities with extinction. Femi Aborisade the famous Nigeria labour activist speaks for most of civil society, ‘NEPAD is a scandal – pushing more of the so-called ‘globalization’ and the promise of prosperity that have decimated Africa for a generation – it makes perfect sense that the biggest bully in Nigeria is behind it.’

The effect of these policies has been to destroy the social fabric of African societies. Take the example of debt.  In the 16 years between 1980 and 1996 the continent paid 170 billion dollars in capital repayments and interest. Africa has paid its original debt twice. A debt, which according to the World Bank has increased threefold from 84.3 billion in 1980 to more than 250 billion dollars today. The payment of interest alone is more then four times the complete budget on health and education for the whole continent. 
However here is another side to these statistics and wars that needs to be told. The story involves the political struggles against the ‘dictatorship of markets’ by those written out of contemporary accounts of the continent. Many argue that the  ‘links’ between these struggles extend beyond the continent. The resistance against the market has combined those who defeated the World Trade Organization on the streets of Seattle, the demonstrators in Genoa last year and the protests against the United Nations Earth summit in Johannesburg in August. These are not hypothetical links but proof of the emergence of an anti-globalization movement in Africa. 

The most striking example of these developments is in the rise of grass root activists in South Africa, culminating in the protest outside the recent summit in Johannesburg. Since the multi-racial elections in 1994 the South African government has followed an extremely conservative fiscal policy. They copied the IMF by adopting a self-imposed structural adjustment package Growth, Employment and Redistribution (GEAR).  This insisted on a pattern of privatization and ‘fiscal discipline’ to attract foreign investment. The result has been the astonishing vicious privatization of local services. Thousands of township residents have had water and electricity cut, many more than under the previous apartheid government. Out of this chaos two important community groups have emerged, the SowetoElectricityCrisis Committee SECC) and the Anti-Privatization Forum (APF). Both groups have been at the forefront of organizing ‘illegal’ reconnections of electricity and water supplies to black householders. They also spearheaded the anti-globalization demonstrations in Johannesburg. Trevor Ngwane  - an ex-ANC activist – has emerged as one of the movements’ most eloquent spokesman. Ngwane places the movement clearly within the global assault on neo-liberalism.
There was no clearer example of the impact of grass-roots activism than the recent Summit. Interestingly the language of the counter conference  - which ran parallel to the official conference - used an anti-globalization vocabulary familiar to many activists in the North. Protestors carried placards with the same slogans: ‘Another world is possible’ and ‘People not profit’. Their influence has already rippled across the 
continent, including in  Zimbabwe community groups and many on university campuses.

The international solidarity linking the anti-globalization movement tantalizes us with the prospect of radical social change. However the question for activists in Europe and Africa is how do we achieve another world and what would will this world look like? For a generation Africa has been coming out of the ‘crisis’ that has distorted any understanding of the continent. Instead many today understand that Africa will not be liberated by Western politicians, northern activists or enlightened NGOs but through the same, stumbling and brave movements - North and South - that have marked the start of our century.

Leo is editor of: "Class Struggle and Resistance in Africa", New Clarion Press
leoz@hotmail.com
___________________________

2. Government-sponsored biological

research splits Mexican Left from Greens
Bruce G. Ferguson, Chiapas, Mexico

WE DECLARE a unilateral moratorium towards those outside our boundaries on all research, exploration or prospecting of natural resources found within our people’s communities as well as on the exchange of traditional knowledge - Declaration of the National Forum for the Defence of Indigenous Medicine, San Pedro de Atapulco, 19-9-2002.  

“It is terrible that they are promoting the census of animals and plants in communities.”1- AlejandroVillamar of the Mexican Action Network on Free Trade (www.rmalc.org.mx) speaking at the International Analysis Seminar on the Southern Border, San Cristóbal de Las Casas, 27 September, 2002.

Statements such as these reveal how deeply national Mexican organizations and other activist groups distrust biological and ethno-biological research and 

often conservation efforts.  This distrust, reflected in the uproar over bio-prospecting/bio-piracy in Chiapas which probably spurred the declaration quoted above, is a rational reaction to the threat of the privatisation of  biological and cultural heritage through intellectual property rights. It is also a reaction to the government’s use of conservation concerns as a cover for action against Zapatista autonomous communities, and is accompanied by a fear of espionage which takes place under the guise of ecological inventories and monitoring  

Yet the wholesale rejection of biological research and conservation efforts by the left is clearly a victory for the Mexican government’s counterinsurgency movement.  By casting autonomous communities in the role of agents of deforestation, it has succeeded in putting supporters of the EZLN in a defensive posture that alienates them from many biologists and environmental activists.  These groups should be allies in the struggle against global privatisation and the corporate exploitation of natural resources. 

The combination of inherited knowledge and scientific method promises important advances in areas vital to the survival of rural Mexicans, including health, ecologically based production systems, restoring productivity to degraded areas and the conservation of natural resources and biodiversity.  By documenting traditional knowledge, researchers can help prevent its erosion in the face of cultural globalisation.  Furthermore, through their collections and publications, scientists can help keep cultivars, other organisms and the traditional knowledge surrounding them in the public domain, in accordance with the wishes expressed by native groups (consider the role of scientists in fighting the yellow bean patent.

Realising this synergy will require reflection and generosity by all the parties involved.  Conservationists should focus on the deeper, social causes of deforestation and avoid blaming those struggling for survival on the agricultural frontier.  Scientists must confront a history of exploitative research that has profited from the time and knowledge of local collaborators but offered little in return.  Researchers in poor communities, especially in zones of conflict, must 
be aware of the political and social ramifications of their activities.  Communities and rural organizations will have to find ways to evaluate researchers, conservationists and their projects on an individual basis, distinguishing those that have something to offer from those who will take advantage of them.

Activists could support this rapprochement by helping conscientious researchers to avoid ethical, legal, and strategic pitfalls.  Those involved in ecological monitoring, for example, could probably use help in identifying which kinds of information might be exploited by military intelligence.  Ethno-biologists could benefit from guidelines that help them manage their collections and publish their findings in such a way that organisms and the compounds and genetic material they contain remain in the public domain.  Organizations that have won the trust of rural communities could help them interpret scientists’ track records and research goals.  A code of conduct for researchers that could be incorporated in an agreement that they sign with communities might be a useful tool.  

While overcoming decades of accumulated mistrust is a daunting task, rural Mexicans will need all the allies they can get if they are to preserve their way of life under the onslaught of neo-liberalism.  

Bruce G. Ferguson

El Colegio de la Frontera Sur

San Cristóbal de Las Casas, Chiapas, México
bruhel@hotmail.com
3. Your Money or Your Life!*
Andrea Cavina, Geneva
* By Eric Toussaint, president of CADTM*Paperback - 352 pages (December 2002)  Pluto Press
ONE of the recurrent accusations against the anti-globalisation movement is based on our supposed sentimentalist and unscientific approach to the problems of Global economics. The gurus of the neo- liberalism revel in the image of masses of marching pasionarias lacking all sorts of realistic contact with 
the dynamics and necessities of the market. On the one hand this portrayal of the ‘Movement’ has its own flattering aspect, as no one will ever accuse us of having a hidden agenda directed towards stuffing our pockets. On the other, this is now far from reality as the movement has shown its ability to face political and financial experts on their home grounds. The World Social Fora of Porto Alegre and the upcoming European Social Forum, despite the efforts of the corporate media to portray these events as little more than folkloristic gatherings of vocal youths, are key moments in the reflection on and analysis of global issues, where social and economic alternatives are put forth. No more the realm of isolated economists ignored by orthodox academia, alternative interpretation of current economic issues are finally finding their way to a wider audience. Theoretical data is being combined with a wealth of information coming from the countries where the World Bank and the IMF have operated their disasters. In addition, if research is paramount in the creation of knowledge, divulgation is now a much direr need faced with the pervading power of the mainstream media.

Eric’s book helps to bridge this gap. Bordering between research and divulgation, Toussaint uses simple yet accurate statistical tools to dissect North-South financial relations. He starts with a recent history of liberalisation in which he analyses the main trends of the last 20 years. He describes the implementation of harsher neo-liberal doctrines and quantifies the effects this has had on international trade and development. As is to be expected, the core of the book focuses on Third World debt and over several chapters he eviscerates the many aspects this crisis presents: its historical origin, the role that the World Bank, the IMF and ‘Structural adjustment programs’ have played and what enormous significance the crisis has for the finances of indebted countries. While the public sector stays the focus of the book, the role of corporate power is not ignored. So for instance we learn that “debt repayments from South to North dwarf aid payments in the other direction” but we also get the private sector equivalent. We discover for example that: “foreign direct investment in sub-Saharan Africa in 1995 was just half the level of outward profit repatriation by multinationals”. In the last chapters Toussaint goes further in-depth: a few countries (Argentina, Mexico, Algeria and Rwanda) 
are chosen as case studies and used to demonstrate the failure of the models of development sponsored by the IMF/World Bank.

Finally, one of the bonuses of the book is its extensive system of appendices. Here one can quickly look up the occasional obscure term or acronym in the book and read a full history of the disastrous career of the World Bank in understandable economic terminology.  There is also a large bibliography on the various subjects covered in the book.

This is the third edition of the book, which first appeared in 1998 and has now been updated to include recent development in global issues.

Andrea works with CADTM* in Geneva

(*Committee for  Cancellation of 3rd World Debt)
http://users.skynet.be/cadtm/
________________________
4. Retirement Age Should be Flexible

Angela Sinclair-Loutit, The Pensioner’s Forum

Help the Aged recently introduced a sensible refinement to the concept of 'the elderly'.  Drawing a distinguishing line between  60-75 year olds and those over 75,  it calls the former  'young-old' and the latter 'old-old'.  Obviously individuals vary in the age at which physical strength and/or mental alertness are significantly diminished.  But the sub-division indicates the average age until which people can usually remain not merely self-sufficient but also net contributors to society.  After 75 more are likely to have become dependent on support by younger adults, and are no longer economically productive. They then fit the stereotype of being 'a burden on society'
In 1908 the Gvt introduced the state retirement pension  at 65 years for men and 60 for  women. At that time the age choice seemed reasonable.  Many men were exhausted after around 40 years of physically exhausting labour, with a working week frequently over 50 hours and only 2 weeks' annual holiday. 
Many women (mostly housewives) were worn out by numerous pregnancies, poor maternity services and decades of child care.

Today the situation is very different.  Much heavy work is done by machines, legislation limits work hours and provides for statutory annual and sick leave.  Contraception has resulted in smaller families, maternity services are prioritised, and aids to child care are improving.   Meanwhile the nation's health has benefited greatly from improved environmental sanitation and better personal hygiene.  The result is evident not only from  life-spans extended by almost 20 years, but also from greater fitness till a later age.  

To my mind the statutory retirement age has therefore become unreasonable.  Many people can, and want to, work well beyond it.  Its postponement would reduce the number of years during which they need to claim the old age pension.   They could remain economically productive longer, and consequently earning, while still integrated in mainstream society alongside younger workmates. Their eventual pension could then be significantly raised from its present deplorable level of 14% of average earnings without a heavy additional load on state revenue.    

Enforced leisure (on a derisory pension) is no fun.   Many avoid it by finding alternative occupations to escape loneliness and boredom.  Large numbers choose to work with one of the numerous charitable organisations which greatly enrich British social life.   They suffer from an acute disadvantage, however;  they can only work as volunteers.  Their remuneration is strictly limited by law:  travel costs plus a meal allowance if they work continuously for over 4 hours.  Sitting on committees alongside 'non-executive directors' paid as much as £6000 p.a. to attend a few quarterly meetings, their 'earnings' consist of free tea and sandwiches !

Many women especially are 'invisible' volunteers, working as carers - often doing demanding work for many more than the statutory 35 hr week as  baby-sitting grannies or providers of personal care for frail people and invalids.  They save the Government massive expense, recognised only recently by

introducing a modest carer's allowance.   

Partly in pursuit of social participation, and to avoid depressing loneliness, other retired people use their unspent energies on study or the pursuit of hobbies.  The Government has only rather recently discovered this pool of potential workers who would cost them nothing.  Increasingly it urges them to perform needed tasks among the hard-to-fill  gaps in its own provisions - e.g. as foster  parents, good neighbours and unqualified police helpers. 

Enforced retirement is a double shock: simultaneous loss of occupation and a reduced income.  These often provoke loss of self-esteem as relegation to society's scrap heap.  Flexibility about retirement age is surely preferable,  and could automatically follow elimination of age discrimination from job recruitment.  .Some  change is inevitable to avoid sex discrimination by entitling men and women to a pension at the same age. 

The public often treat elderly people with compassionate helpfulness.  Kindly though this is,  the old deserve and want activity and respect rather than dependence and pity.  They should be allowed the right to salaried work as long as they are capable of it,  and then receive an adequate retirement pension - to which they have contributed through national insurance - rather than charity.
Angela Sinclair-Loutit
The Pensioner’s Forum
A final word  from the Newsletter Team
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